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The Social Construction of childhood.
This essay will investigate the social construction of childhood from historical times until now. It will look particularly closely at how employment laws and education have changed over the centuries. The definitions of childhood and family life with be discussed and comparisons made between the way children were viewed long ago compared to how differently they are seen now. Looking closely at how legislation and policies have improved the lives of families and their children in the United Kingdom and around the world. The many factors that have influenced these changes and the overall positive impact they have made on childhood.
[bookmark: _Int_P0bc54gH][bookmark: _Int_3CML4GBl]Goldstone (1986) asks what childhood is? and describes the concept of childhood as dynamic and ever changing to fit the community, determined by culture, economic factors, religion and impacted by events in history, the beginning and end of childhood can differ and is created deliberately relating to society. Sultana and Torill (2016) support this view and describe childhood as neither global nor typical, other than the fact that in present times children are viewed differently to adults, the diversity that social circumstances and cultural differences provide children with varying different experiences of childhood, this, from a socially constructionist perspective removes the identity of a child as a person and constructs childhood as a process of coming to be an adult.
[bookmark: _Int_SzvbYeM0][bookmark: _Int_lH8YfZLf]In the middle of the 18th century societies began to look at children slightly differently, it had been the religious view that babies were born evil, and that childhood was a correctional period, people became more aware of the malleability of the child and associated childhood more positively realising their innocence and emotions (The British Library, 2022). However, in the late 18th century and early 19th century, the industrial revolution saw a huge increase in child labour, dependency ratios in families and areas of poverty have a lot to do with this but also the productivity provided by small children during mechanization contributed enormously, because children are smaller and often quicker, they could fit into tight spaces to assist with machinery (Humphries, 2013). Controversially for the period Robert Owen a wealthy cotton mill owner, famous for his radical ideas about his productivity was making huge profits by giving his employees access to education, medical treatment and even homes as he believed a happy workforce were a more productive workforce, in 1771 this was visionary (Donnachie, 2005). Such a broad-minded innervational thinker as Robert Owen foresaw exactly what was needed to make Great Britain a reasonable place to live and work, he declined to employ children to work from the poor house, recommended industry to implement sickness and unemployment funds for workers in distress and he draw up the first bill in 1815 to prohibit the employment of children under ten years of age, although discouragingly parliament only agreed to a nine year old working age limit and a twelve hour working day (Cole,1965). Another key reformer of the time was The Seventh Earl of Shaftesbury Anthony Ashley-Cooper is very well known for the Tenth hour act 1833, he campaigned tirelessly along with Michael Sadler to reduce the working hours of children comparing their mistreatment to that of slaves, the act provided the first system that could enforce the regulations (UK (United Kingdom) Parliament, 2022). The National 







Archives (2022) describes how the 1833 factory act that was campaigned for by many to protect young children from regular beatings, serious accidents, working incredibly long hours and often dying in work accidents as a contradictory time because in poverty pockets across Britain many families relied on their young children earning money to feed the rest of the family, whilst improved working conditions may have resulted in a better quality of life for children on one hand, on the other the families that relied on their children to help support the family may have been plunged further into poverty resulting in them having to send the children to the poor house as they could no longer afford to support them.






Synonymously with factories, mills and workshops Victorian legislators retorted to public concern about the degrading working conditions that women and children were suffering in employment in the coal mines, children as young as eight but often much younger and women were working in hellish conditions without any responsibility being taken for their welfare, the mines and collieries bill was passed in 1842 by parliament, women and girls were prohibited from underground work and boys could not be below age ten (Mills, 2010; Makuch, 2022; UK Parliament, 2022).
 The half time system became law in 1844, Made education a condition of employment for children aged 8-14 the hours they could work were limited to only six and a half, with the rest of their day now being occupied by learning to read and write, although this new provision was poor and the education offered was not to any standard, the health and emotional benefits were notable and the teachers strict rules regarding children's cleanliness and neatness had a profound effect on health (Cruickshank,2007). As an extension of the 1844 half time system, it became law to fence off all dangerous machinery, to protect children from accidents and no child was to be allowed to clean machinery that was in operation making the workplace a safer place at least (UK Parliament, 2022).








Education became compulsory for all children aged five to ten years old in 1880 (UK Parliament, 2022). The 1880 education act was then adjusted in 1883 to increase the age for compulsory education to age eleven (UK Parliament, 2022). In coincidence with the increase of compulsory education the minimum working age for all children was increased to age twelve (Hindman, 2009). The 1918 the education act raised the compulsory school age to age fourteen and completely abolished school fees, making education accessible for all, furthermore in 1944 the compulsory school age  increased to age fifteen with plans to increase it again to age sixteen, with further plans to provide free secondary education for all and at present the education and skills act 2008 provide the biggest alteration in education and training in a generation and the benefits will be evident for years to come as the compulsory age for education and or training is now at age eighteen (GOV.UK, 2022).
Any person under the age of eighteen years old in Wales is legally classed as a child, although this is fiercely debated as many of the legal age limits do not coincide with this, for example the legal sexual consent age is sixteen, meaning a child can legally become a parent and live independently as an adult (GOV.UK, 2022). This can also be said for most members of the United Nations, aside from America who have not signed up to The Convention on the Rights of the Child, the convention was adopted in 1989 and states that a child is any person under the age of eighteen years old and that mental and physical immaturity require safeguards, care, legal protection, and education shall not be denied to any person (United Nations, 2022). The Wellbeing of Furure Generations (Wales) Act 2015 require public bodies to participate in ensuring they are working towards preventing problems like poverty, health inequalities and climate change, the act advocates healthy happy childhoods, with opportunities to experience sports and activities, have a good education as well as the fundamentals of a safe home, clean air to breathe, fresh water, good nutritious food, and free accessible healthcare (Future Generations Commissioner, 2015). Further to this the Welsh Government have also set The Seven Core Aim’s, they have based the core aims and been guided by The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, this provides a solid foundation for any work involving children and young people in Wales (Play Wales, 2022). The improvements that have been made to a child's quality of life are astounding compared to centuries ago in a time where a child would not have had time to play or enjoy life, it is now considered a prerequisite to the healthy development of all children and can only be considered as an immensely positive and popular improvement for the experience of childhood among children and their families (Play Wales, 2022).










The Seven Core Aims are supported widely among experts and researchers around the world. Brooker and Woodhead (2013; Play Wales, 2022) support that the development of early attachments is improved by quality play opportunities for families. Development and learning skills are all enhanced by healthy play (Clements and Florentino, 2004; Robinson, 2019; Play Wales; 2022). To be able to thrive and enjoy positive mental, physical, social, and emotional health is a principal factor in childhood and promotes positive physical and mentally healthy adults (Macintyre, 2018; Play Wales, 2022). It is important to have pathways available to access education, learning and training also including leisure, sport, and culture to boost development (Hoyle, 2022; Play Wales, 2022). Being heard and listened to and having their race and culture respected is paramount to a mentally healthy childhood and the growth of healthy, positive adults (Machin and Vignolis, 2005; Play Wales, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_GmNvr6y8][bookmark: _Int_JMcpflRR]Arora (2010) describes childhood as a century's old survival story, children were offered no protection not even from their families from child labour, mistreatment, poverty, and no voice to heard, and now, present times where the social attitudes have turned in quite the opposite direction and raising children has become a healthy, nurturing, teaching, and learning experience that puts childhood on a pedestal and protecting the experience of childhood comes primarily for most parents. 
There are two core ideas surrounding the way that childhood has been studied today, the twentieth century has seen astonishing growth in the study of this kind (Mathews, 1994). To begin with is the idea that development is a maturational process, children develop physically by growing taller and becoming stronger physically, but also mentally, they begin to talk and can converse, and that maturation is a social and psychological process (Mathews, 1994). Growth in identifiable stages is the second central idea, intellectual growth and biological growth are in general, related to age, this is quite evident if heights were compared in a classroom full of children of the same age and equally if the children's accomplishments were scrutinised those too, would all be reached at various times (Mathews, 1994).














The treasured territory that childhood has increasingly become is constantly beleaguered by hazards that parents believe wish to rob their children of their precious childhood years, this risk anxiety has evolved from the increase in safeguarding and keeping children safe from any danger that threatens their experience of childhood and helps construct childhood (Lupton, 1999). Families lives now revolve completely around their children and their childhoods have become central to how most families live (Giles and Norman, 2010). Families have been revolutionised and a time when “children were to be seen and not heard” are history, parents see their children as an extension of themselves and celebrate their success’ equally as much as if they were their own, focussing all their energy on raising flourishing children and providing them with positive experiences has become the focus of parents and families in the United Kingdom (UK) (Giles and Norman, 2010).
Sweeping core characteristics might lead one to assume that children are all infinitely similar, whilst others may dispute this and argue that there are no standardised characteristics befitting to children, these characteristics can have special meaning in certain historical, social, economic and cultural contexts (Leonard, 2016). The experience of childhood is undividedly different for every child throughout every generation and across every part of the world and so it might be more fitting to describe childhood instead as childhood’s (Leonard, 2016).
This essay has evaluated the construction of childhood throughout history until present times. The impact legislations have had over many years have gone a long way to improving the lives of children and their families. The focus on working laws has uncovered how children were treated as adults in the 18th and 19th centuries and how legislation that initially looked to improving working life for children eventually moved towards transforming education, reducing inequalities and providing health and social care for children and young people. The social construction of childhood has been analysed in depth. Most agree that childhood is experienced in many different forms, even with The Convention on the Rights of the Child in place all around the world children still have different social, economic and cultural influences in their lives. The biggest influence in a child's life are their parents or caregivers. The child's position in the family unit has changed dramatically over time, in present time children are at the centre of their parent's world and dominate family life whereas even decades ago children really would have been seen and not heard. In conclusion childhood is constructed by the child's family, their religion, social class, culture gender and beyond. Children really are experiencing vastly different childhoods. 
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